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A

bespectacled, studious-looking man stood beside a Magic
Lantern slide projector that cast photographs onto a screen. The projector
was powered by a carbon arc lamp, a common form of light projection in
1903. A brutal picture filled the screen—burned logs scattered up and down
a mountainside in New Hampshire’s White Mountains. The lecturer had
colorized the slide, and the black of the charred logs stood in stark contrast to
a small green patch of trees that had been spared from fire.
The speaker was Philip Wheelock Ayres, who had recently become the
chief forester of the Society for the Protection of New Hampshire Forests. For
months now, Ayres had journeyed to every corner of New England, speaking
to women’s clubs, libraries, the Appalachian Mountain Club and other hiking clubs, and grange halls. In all these presentations, he’d put on his lantern
slide show to show his audiences the devastating aftermath of heavy logging
and forest fires: whole mountains denuded of trees; erosion so severe that tons
of soil had slid into rivers; streams engorged with limbs and twigs. Anglers
decried the effects of stream siltation and increased water temperatures on
brook trout fishing, and hikers and trail builders objected to the frequent
obliteration of their favorite trails.
	Since the 1870s, logging operators had routinely cut every tree in a tract
of forest without regard to its size or maturity. They used trees that were less
than six inches in diameter to roll the marketable logs down the mountainside. In his precise manner, Ayres described the destruction that this “cut and
run” approach caused. However, it was his photographs, showing images of
devastation, that packed an emotional punch. “People found his presentation
mesmerizing,” said Dr. Marcia Smith Blaine, an associate professor of history
at Plymouth State University who has written and lectured extensively on
Ayres and his work. These were New Englanders’ beloved forests, and they
were rapidly disappearing.
Ayres realized that the most effective way to convince his audience of the
threat to the forests was to show what was happening. As he traveled through
New England, he used what was known in the nineteenth century as a Magic
Lantern. During the 1840s, two Philadelphia-based producers of daguerreotypes, William and Frederick Langenheim, patented a method of transferring
photographic images to glass slides. Ayres adopted this method to create glass
Ayres shocked his audiences with a slide show that included scenes like this, of destroyed
soil after a fire in 1903. Loggers had been cutting every tree without regard to size
or age. MILNE SPECIAL COLLECTIONS AND ARCHIVES DEPARTMENT, UNIVERSITY OF NEW HAMPSHIRE
LIBRARY, DURHAM, N.H..
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slides of images of the White Mountains. He then inserted the slides into a
lantern slide projector, which used a carbon arc lamp—a common device of
the time that generated light from two carbon rods. The lamp’s beams were
powerful, and they projected the images onto a screen or wall, much like
today’s slide projectors.
Ayres instinctively understood the persuasive power of this new medium.
Although early conservationists such as Gifford Pinchot spoke regularly to
audiences about the importance of forests, Ayres added the innovation of
blending images and his own encyclopedic knowledge of forests. He displayed
photographs of forest fires, mountains denuded of trees, and valleys clogged
with branches and twigs. To make the images even more effective, he colored
them by hand. One image captured the aftermath of a forest fire on Sugarloaf
Mountain, in the Zealand Valley. The image showed charred logs scattered on
the huge boulders on the side of the mountain. The black-and-white image
was effective, but the colorized version made the charred logs even more
lifelike—and more dramatic.
	In his presentation, Ayres emphasized the damage that forest fires were
causing. The slash, or limbs and leaves left behind by loggers, dried and
turned into huge mounds of kindling, requiring only the spark from a locomotive, lightning, or a carelessly thrown match to ignite into a holocaust.
During the spring of 1903, no rain had fallen, the slash had become drier and
drier, and finally the fires had blazed forth—more than 500 of them that year
alone, burning upward of 10 percent of the White Mountain forests. Ayres
projected another photograph that showed clouds of smoke massed like some
monster over Owl’s Head Mountain in the Pemigewasset wilderness during a
1907 fire.
For 30 years, conservationists had debated how best to save the rapidly
dwindling forests. Should the state of New Hampshire try to purchase
the White Mountains before the forests disappeared completely? Could
private lumber companies be persuaded to adopt more sustainable forestry
practices? To Ayres, only one solution was realistic. The federal government
must purchase forestlands and make them national forests. In fact, he had
agreed to take the position of forester for the Society for the Protection of
New Hampshire Forests (SPNHF) on one condition: that it advocate for
national forests.
The obstacles were enormous, especially east of the Mississippi River.
In the West, the federal government still owned vast forests, and it had
transformed many of them into national parks and forest reserves since 1872,
10 Appalachia
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when Yellowstone National Park was
created. The federal government had
also created a few national forests in
Arkansas, Florida, Michigan, and
Minnesota, but most forests in the
East, South, and Great Lakes states
remained in private hands. To create
eastern national forests required a law
authorizing the federal government
to purchase forestlands.
Ayres knew this, and he knew
that public support was essential
to making it happen. For the next
eight years, he worked tirelessly, Philip Ayres at around the time he was
traveling throughout New England giving the slide shows. SOCIETY FOR THE
and making the case that only PROTECTION OF NEW HAMPSHIRE FORESTS
the federal government could
prevent the destruction of America’s eastern forests. In 1911, after years of
in-tense legislative battles, Congress passed the Weeks Act, and President
William Howard Taft signed it. The landmark legislation gave the
federal government the power and resources to purchase forestlands that
protected the watersheds of navigable rivers and streams, leading directly
to the establishment of the White Mountain National Forest and other
national forests.
Ayres was far from the only conservationist in New England trying to save
the forests. As early as the 1880s, Charles Sprague Sargent, the director of the
Arnold Arboretum in Boston, warned that heavy logging would destroy the
White Mountains. Allen Chamberlain, the president of the AMC, drew on
his skills as a former columnist for the Boston Transcript to make the public
aware of the devastation. Pinchot, the first director of the U.S. Forest Service
and a close friend of President Theodore Roosevelt, argued for protection of
the southern Appalachians, which were similarly under siege.
Despite all that, Ayres’s innovative use of the Magic Lantern was pivotal
in the passage of the Weeks Act and in transforming how Americans perceived their natural resources. Throughout most of history, people in the
United States and around the world had viewed forests, fields, lakes, and
rivers through a utilitarian lens, regarding them as resources that could be
exploited without ever being exhausted. Ayres’s slide show demonstrated how
WINTER/SPRING 2011 11
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vulnerable forests and other watersheds actually were. He selected photographs that detailed the impact of deforestation on soil erosion and forest
fires, emphasizing the connections among the different elements of the forest ecosystem. He also highlighted the positive effects of forest conservation.
Several photographs showed images of people working together to plant
seedlings, apply sustainable forestry practices, and contain fires, pointing the
way to a more sustainable and ecologically responsible future. From disparate images, Ayres created a unified and powerful message about the plight
of the White Mountains. It was a message that shaped how weekend campers
and the purveyors of power in Washington perceived the threats to America’s
forests.
Ayres’s love of the outdoors dated from an early age. He was
born on May 24, 1861, in Winterset, Iowa, but soon after, his father bought
a farm on the rich prairies of southern Illinois. Ayres’s father was fascinated
by botany, and on five acres of land he planted trees, including most of the
species native to the Midwest. On that tract, Ayres learned to love trees. He
recalled, “I admired the soft foliage of what he called the Kentucky Coffee
Tree, and the coarse, long needles of what he called Austrian pines.”
To earn money for college, Ayers taught at two schools: one for
African Americans and one for whites. The experience catalyzed a lifelong
commitment to justice and social responsibility. He attended Cornell
University, graduated in 1883, and enrolled in graduate school at Johns
Hopkins University to pursue a PhD in history. Soon after completing his
doctorate, the Charity Organization Society of Brooklyn, New York, offered
him a position, and for the next sixteen years, he devoted himself to social
work. Working with the poor convinced him, in his words, “that private
charity is inadequate to the task, and that the strong arm of the state is
necessary to regulate working conditions.” As Blaine noted, “Ayres was a
progressive before there was a Progressive Movement.”
	In the mid-1890s, Ayres visited Europe to study prison conditions. He
also toured government-operated parks and forests, where he learned “that
a forest can be managed to reproduce itself and yield continuous revenue.”
The experience planted a seed that bore fruit a few years later. After returning
to the United States, he organized a summer course in social work, which
eventually became the department of social work at Columbia University.
There he met Alice S. Taylor. They were married in 1899, and for the next 35
years, they worked closely together.
12 Appalachia
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Nursery seedlings await transplant to the forest. Ayres used this slide to show that even in
the devastation, there were efforts going on to plant trees. MILNE SPECIAL
COLLECTIONS AND ARCHIVES DEPARTMENT, UNIVERSITY OF NEW HAMPSHIRE LIBRARY, DURHAM, N.H.

	Soon after their marriage, Ayres realized that years of battling the ills of
urban society had taken their toll. According to Blaine, “He was worn out by
the intensity of social work. And so was his wife.” Alice reminded him that
he loved trees and forests, so he cashed in his life insurance—which Alice
called “death insurance”—and enrolled in the forestry program at Cornell.
He later wrote, “This proved a life insurance investment that paid very large
dividends.”
After completing his courses in forestry, he started looking about for a
job, and he didn’t have to look for long. New Hampshire’s former governor,
Frank W. Rollins, sent a wire inviting him to interview for the position of
chief forester of the SPNHF, which Rollins had formed in 1901 with eight
other citizens alarmed by the rapid destruction of the White Mountain forests.
Before he agreed to the position, though, Ayres exacted a promise that the
SPNHF would advocate for a law leading to federally owned and managed
forests in New England. Rollins agreed, and Ayres took the job.
Blaine explained, “He spent his first year, 1902, finding out about the White
Mountains and getting to know people.” This step, which he had absorbed
from his years as a social worker, proved to be extremely valuable. He knew
he had to galvanize public support for national forests and hit on the idea
WINTER/SPRING 2011 13
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of putting together a lantern slide show, using photographs that dramatized
the deforestation.
Yet even as Ayres demonstrated the destruction of the forests, he
also taught his audiences about the benefits of the new science of forestry. At the center of one photo was a dense stand of balsam fir,
demonstrating the need to thin out forests. In another, men wearing the
woolen trousers and shirts of the time dug holes and planted seedlings. Their
work anticipated the reforestation efforts of the Civilian Conservation Corps.
Several photographs showed evidence of the growing momentum in fire prevention in New Hampshire. In one, a man peered through an instrument
known as a firefinder to search for and accurately locate the smoke from
fires. Many other photos documented the construction of fire lookouts and
creation of fire breaks adjacent to railroad lines and roads.
Even as Ayres lectured in every corner of New England, he also wrote
articles for forestry journals and general-interest magazines stressing the severe
economic impact of deforestation. For example, in Commercial Importance of
the White Mountain Forests, a monograph published in 1909 by the Department
of Agriculture, he noted, “There has been reckless waste of the vast forest
wealth of the nation, which is still going on, but changes for the better are
being made in important directions. The more thoughtful lumbermen see
the issue clearly and have begun to treat the forest more conservatively.” He
even quoted Frederick Weyerhaeuser, the nation’s leading lumber magnate, as
saying, “The State has interests far beyond those of the individual.”
By 1908, most New England legislators and governors had
come around to the idea of eastern national forests, but western legislators
were tougher to persuade. In 1909, Massachusetts Governor Curtis Guild, Jr.,
wrote a letter introducing Ayres to western governors, and Ayres undertook
a three-month expedition west to win support. In a series of meetings with
governors, Ayres argued that the whole nation would suffer economically if
eastern timber supplies dwindled. One holdout was Governor John Shafroth
of Colorado, who, when he became a senator, “voted faithfully against every
forest measure.” But all the other western governors agreed to press their
congressional delegations to support an eastern forest bill.
	One of the most delicate political challenges was uniting New England and
southern conservationists, who were separated not only by physical distance
but by culture and experience. In 1899, a group of southern conservationists
convened in Asheville, North Carolina, and formed the Appalachian National
14 Appalachia
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In 1913, workers planted trees to restore the northern forest after the Weeks Act
passed. MILNE SPECIAL COLLECTIONS AND ARCHIVES DEPARTMENT, UNIVERSITY OF NEW HAMPSHIRE
LIBRARY, DURHAM, N.H.

Park Association, with the goal of creating a national park. In 1903, the group
renamed itself the Appalachian National Forest Reserve Association and
shifted its goal to advocating for southern national forests. Chief forester
Pinchot supported their efforts, yet the southerners repeatedly failed to win
congressional support for either a park or a forest.
	In 1905, Pinchot organized an American Forestry Congress in Washington,
D.C., attended by the leading conservationists and foresters in the country.
Edward Everett Hale, the highly respected chaplain of the U.S. Senate who
strongly favored forest conservation, attended even though he was in his 80s.
(Mount Hale in the White Mountains is named after him.) At one point, he
raised his large frame slowly from his desk, and Ayres and two others helped
him to the speaking platform. Hale then offered an enthusiastically received
resolution supporting the creation of a forest reserve in the White Mountains.
Hale assailed “the desecration of one of the Nation’s places of rest and recreation.” He then continued, “And as the last remnants of the primeval forest
are disappearing, . . . we urge action at this session.”
At the congress, Ayres also forged an alliance with Dr. Joseph Trimbel
Rothrock, the father of forestry in Pennsylvania. Rothrock buttonholed
WINTER/SPRING 2011 15
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Pinchot, who had opposed a New England forest reserve, and told him,
“Now, Gifford, your bill for a national forest in the Southern Mountains
has been tried in Congress and failed. It always will fail until you get those
Yankees behind it. You have got to have those New England votes and you
might just as well agree to a national forest in the White Mountains.”
Pinchot reflected for a moment and replied, “All right, I am with you.”
From then on, he became a stalwart supporter of the White Mountain
forests.
The final obstacle was Speaker of the House Joseph G. Cannon, a crusty
states’ rights supporter from Illinois who had famously thundered, “Not
one cent for scenery!” By 1907, though, even Cannon was beginning to
acknowledge public support for national forests. That year, he appointed
Massachusetts Congressman John Wingate Weeks, a native of Lancaster, New
Hampshire, to the House Agriculture Committee, which oversaw the forest
bill. Cannon respected Weeks for his business success and told him that if the
committee could write a bill that was acceptable to him as a businessman,
Cannon would allow it to come to the floor for a vote.
	Opponents continued to fight the legislation, but by 1910, conservation
supporters in the House and the Senate knew they were close to victory. The
House scheduled floor debate on the forest bill for the last week of June, and
Ayres rushed to Washington to watch the action. Cannon even descended
from the speaker’s chair to deliver an impassioned speech against the bill.
“But,” according to Ayres, “the work of John Weeks was thorough; the bill
passed by a majority of eight, and our ten-year struggle was over.” In February
of the following year, the Senate approved the bill, and President Taft signed
it on March 1, 1911.
The law specified that the government could purchase lands “for the protection of the watersheds of navigable streams, and to appoint a commission
for the acquisition of lands for the purpose of conserving the navigability of
navigable rivers.” By specifying the purpose as ensuring the navigability of
rivers, the law passed constitutional muster under the interstate commerce
clause of the Constitution.
Yet the U.S. Geological Survey, which Congress required to evaluate forestlands for potential purchase, was slow to measure the flow of navigable
streams. Again, Ayres used a personal connection to push the process ahead.
One of his classmates at Johns Hopkins, John H. Finley, was now the editorin-chief of The New York Times, and in the spring of 1911, the Times criticized
the USGS, complaining, “Why has not Director [George Otis] Smith of the
16 Appalachia
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Bare strips of land like this one created firebreaks along railroad lines and roads.

MILNE

SPECIAL COLLECTIONS AND ARCHIVES DEPARTMENT, UNIVERSITY OF NEW HAMPSHIRE LIBRARY, DURHAM, N.H.

Geological Survey at Washington waked [sic] up sooner to the fact that he
has not yet compiled data, showing whether the control of the ‘strategic areas’
of watershed in the White Mountains and in the southern Appalachians will
promote or protect the navigation of the streams that spring therefrom?”
	In fairness, the connection between deforestation and the water flow of
streams and rivers was a point of great controversy in the scientific community, and the science of hydrology was still developing methods of measuring
the impact of the loss of the forest canopy. A scientific study of stream flows
would take much longer than two years, but in 1912, the USGS issued an
interim report with a finding that “the forest cover of the White Mountains
has a distinct and measurable effect upon the navigable streams which head
in that region.” On September 17, 1912, the Times reported that the USGS
and the USFS had identified 6 million acres of forestland in the southern
WINTER/SPRING 2011 17
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Appalachians and White Mountains for potential purchase and had started
the process of buying several hundred thousand acres.
As the chief forester for the SPNHF until 1935 and the president of the
AMC from 1919 to 1920, Ayres remained at the forefront of implementing the law and creating the White Mountain National Forest. One of
the early purchases was on the northern slopes of the Presidential Range,
and in 1915, he wrote, “By good fortune, but not by design, these woods were
the favorite haunts of the Appalachian Mountain Club, and contained their
most numerous trails.” That year he urged renewal of the Weeks Act, writing
that it “should be made continuous, until the great body of wild mountain
land throughout the country has been placed beyond the ruinous reach of
private exploitation.”
According to Blaine, “Philip Ayres made possible the creation of the
White Mountain National Forest, and he helped make preservation and
conservation acceptable throughout New England. He was the glue that
held the New England conservationists together.” Ayres died in 1945 of heart
disease. An inscription on a boulder near Echo Lake in Franconia Notch
reads, “In memory of Philip Wheelock Ayres. Through his vision and inspired
leadership, the White Mountain National Forest and the Franconia Notch
Reservation became the heritage of all the people.” As we climb to the summit
of Mount Washington or trek on other trails in the White Mountains, we
witness his greatest legacy—the incomparable beauty of the forests that drape
the slopes of these wondrous mountains.

CHRISTOPHER JOHNSON is a freelance writer in Chicago and the author of
This Grand and Magnificent Place: The Wilderness Heritage of the White Mountains
(University Press of New England, 2006). DAVID GOVATSKI retired as a forester
from the White Mountain National Forest and serves as the secretary of the Weeks
Act Centennial Committee.

The authors gratefully acknowledge Dr. Marcia Smith Blaine, associate
professor of history at Plymouth State College, for making available some of
the source materials in preparing this article.
For a list of sources for this article, see www.outdoors.org/appalachia.
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Without the Weeks Act, There Would Be No
White Mountain National Forest
On March 1, 1911, President William Howard Taft signed the
Weeks Act into law. This set the stage for the creation of many national forests,
particularly those east of the Mississippi River. The White Mountain National
Forest was a direct result of the law, which gave the federal government, for
the first time, the power and resources to purchase forestlands from private
owners for the purpose of protecting and managing them.
By 1916, the government had purchased 265,000 acres in the White
Mountains and 1 million acres in the southern Appalachians. Today, more
than 50 national forests exist in the East, South, and Great Lakes states because
of the Weeks Act. It is one of the most significant pieces of conservation
legislation that the U.S. Congress has ever passed.
	Since the American Revolution, federal and state governments had
systematically sold government-owned lands to promote private economic
development. In 1867, for example, New Hampshire Governor Walter
Harriman agreed to allow New Hampshire to sell 172,000 acres in the
White Mountains to speculators for the pittance of $26,000. In the west,
forests remained in the public domain, and with the passage of the Forest
Reserve Act in 1891, Congress began to create national forests throughout
the region.
Because most of the forests east of the Mississippi were privately owned,
the federal government could not control them. After the Civil War, the
demand for wood skyrocketed because of urbanization and industrialization.
Lumber operators engaged in massive clear-cutting, leaving tons of slash that
fueled widespread forest fires.
By the 1890s, America’s leading conservationists argued that many American forests faced extinction and a possible “timber famine” in the near future.
Proposed solutions centered on voluntary efforts by the lumber companies
and conservation actions by the states. The Rev. Julius H. Ward, an Episcopal priest who had visited the White Mountains frequently, penned an
article in the February 1893 issue of Atlantic Monthly in which he called
for New Hampshire to purchase what he called “the right of control” of the
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Here is today's view of the White Mountain National Forest from the old Camp
12 logging camp—the same view as the one on the cover of this journal.
JERRY AND MARCY MONKMAN

forests. The state would pay timber operators for agreements guaranteeing
that trees less than a certain diameter would be spared from logging.
Charles Sprague Sargent, director of the Arnold Arboretum in Boston and
the founder of an influential horticultural journal titled Garden and Forest,
focused on state action as a remedy. He exhorted New Hampshire to purchase
the White Mountain forests and manage them as preserves. “The money it
would cost,” he claimed, “would come back many times over in abundant
water supply, and in the yearly disbursements of thousands of visitors.”
	Neither strategy was realistic. The leading logging mogul in New
Hampshire was J.E. Henry, an ambitious New Hampshire native known
as the “heartless lumber king” for his company’s extensive clear-cutting in
the Zealand Valley and Pemigewasset. In 1889, according to Rick Russack in
whitemountainhistory.org, Henry had purchased about 900 dozen axes in
preparation for the coming logging season. He and other timber operators
were not about to give up their right to cut on their own lands. Rural states
such as New Hampshire, Maine, Vermont, and the southern states could
not afford to buy timberland. In the early 1900s, New Hampshire legislators
introduced bills in the U.S. House and Senate to create a White Mountain
forest reserve. Philip Ayres (see the pages 9-18) was instrumental in building
support for the Weeks Act, but so were many other conservationists in New
England, including Allen Chamberlain, director of the Appalachian Mountain
20 Appalachia
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Club; Edwin A. Start, secretary of the Massachusetts Forestry Association;
and Thomas E. Will, secretary of the American Forestry Association.
Conservationists turned to the federal government as the only authority
with the power and resources to protect forests east of the Mississippi. From
1899 through 1905, New England and southern conservationists worked
separately with their congressmen to introduce national forest legislation,
but none of the bills came close to passage. In 1905, conservationists in both
regions finally agreed to collaborate. Senator Frank Brandegee of Connecticut
introduced a “union bill,” which proposed national forests in the White
Mountains and the southern Appalachians.
House Speaker Joseph G. Cannon of Illinois rejected this and other forest
bills as an unjustified expansion of federal power, complaining that “men with
a forest fad like yours are nuts!” Yet public enthusiasm for saving the eastern
forests was overwhelming, and Cannon finally accepted the inevitable. When
New Hampshire native John Wingate Weeks won reelection to the House in
1907, Cannon placed him on the Agriculture Committee and signaled that he
would allow a bill to come to the floor.
The committee authored a bill, but the House Judiciary Committee
rejected it, ruling that the Constitution did not explicitly grant the federal
government the power to purchase private lands. Weeks and his cosponsors,
Asbury Lever of South Carolina and Frank Currier of New Hampshire,
gamely reframed the bill to protect the watersheds of rivers and streams,
ensuring that the bill would fulfill the requirements of the interstate commerce
clause. In 1910, the House passed the bill, and on February 15, 1911, the Senate
approved it. President Taft readily signed it into law.
The law appropriated $11 million to buy forestland over the next five years.
Conservationists, outdoor enthusiasts, and foresters regarded the Weeks
Act as an unqualified success, and they lobbied hard for its renewal, which
Congress agreed to in 1916. In 1924, Congress passed the Clarke-McNary Act,
which broadened the Weeks Act by empowering the government to purchase
virtually any forestlands to protect them.
Writing in 1915, Philip Ayres exclaimed that the Weeks Act “is one of the
great measures in the country’s history.” It signaled a powerful new commitment to the essential idea that healthy forests are in the national interest—
and that they must be protected for all Americans.
—Christopher Johnson and David Govatski
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